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Abstract 
Online community administrators are attempting to encourage their users to contribute knowledge 
and resources in order to provide value to members and ensure sustainability. A large number of 
online communities fail mainly due to the reluctance of users to share knowledge in them. Many 
studies on this topic have highlighted the importance of reciprocity for knowledge contribution. 
However, it is unclear how reciprocity is developed and what influences its development. Motivated 
by this concern, this study focuses on investigating the antecedents of knowledge receivers’ 
reciprocity in online communities. It formulates and tests a theoretical model to explain reciprocity 
behaviour of knowledge receivers based on equity theory and Social Identity explanation of De-
individuation Effects (SIDE) model. Our proposed model is validated through a large-scale survey in 
an online forum for English language learning. The results reveal that indebtedness and community 
norm not only are key antecedents of intention to reciprocate but are also positively related to each 
other. The perceived anonymity of the online community not only has a positive effect on indebtedness 
and intention to reciprocate, but also has an interactive effect with community norm on intention to 
reciprocate. Theoretical and practical implications of this study are discussed. 




Online communities comprise of people with common interests, goals, or practices, who participate to 
share knowledge and engage in social interactions (Chiu et al. 2006). They serve not only as sources 
of information, social support, and recreation, but also as a platform for transaction (Armstrong and 
Hagel 1996; Phang et al. 2009). Interactions and knowledge embedded in online communities are the 
key factors to allow them to survive and thrive (Wasko and Faraj 2005). Online community 
administrators are hence attempting to encourage their users to contribute knowledge and resources in 
order to provide value to members and ensure sustainability (Phang et al. 2009). However, few online 
communities successfully retain their members and can sustain frequent interactions among them. For 
example, it was observed that over 90% users of online forum- including AOL and MSN- seldom post 
in the forums (Ma and Agarwal 2007). Over 68% of newcomers to Usenet groups never returned after 
their first post (Arguello et al. 2006). To sustain voluntary active participation becomes a major 
challenge for online community administrators and developers. 
Motivated by this concern, researchers have been interested to investigate the drivers of community 
members’ knowledge contribution behaviours. They conclude that various factors motivate the 
behavior of knowledge contribution, such as the anticipation of extrinsic benefits (organizational 
rewards, reputation, reciprocity) (e.g., Kankanhalli et al. 2005; Wasko and Faraj 2005), intrinsic 
benefits (sense of self worth, sense of belongingness, and social affiliation) (e.g., Bock et al. 2005), 
and social capital (social norms, social resource, and perceived identity) (e.g., Chiu et al. 2006; Wasko 
and Faraj 2005). Even in the absence of organizational rewards, a key motivator found in these studies 
is the idea of reciprocity (e.g., Chiu et al. 2006; Wasko and Faraj 2005; Ardichvili et al. 2003; Wasko 
and Faraj 2000). Constructs like subjective norms have been identified to explain how receivers’ 
reciprocity behavior is regulated (e.g., Bock et al. 2005).  
In order to understand reciprocity behaviors, researchers (e.g., Nowak and Sigmund 2005; Mathews 
and Green 2009) propose that besides being driven by incentives, reciprocity may also derive from a 
desire to repay the help or knowledge received from the community before. Such a desire to repay 
tends to exist in those who frequently obtained necessary information from the communities and 
learned skills for their tasks (Wasko and Faraj 2000). This desire may derive from the feeling of 
indebtedness (Kolm 2008), or from community norm (Wasko and Faraj 2005). However, no empirical 
research has tested the effects of indebtedness and community norm on reciprocity behaviors. 
Further, online reciprocity behaviors may be driven by certain unique factors since online 
communities differ notably from conventional organizations (Chiu et al. 2006). One of the salient 
differences is the anonymity of online communities (Wasko et al. 2004). In online communities, users 
can interact anonymously and indirectly (Fehr and Gachter 2000). They can easily remain anonymous 
or change their identities (Ba and Pavlou 2002), since most forum websites identify users by e-mail 
addresses, which can be readily obtained from multiple sources. The anonymity of members in the 
community makes it more likely that individual interactions will go unnoticed by other network 
members (Wasko et al. 2004). This may lead individuals to have different psychological responses to 
social interactions (Pinsonneault and Heppel 1998). Such differences require researchers to 
investigate the influence of anonymity on online reciprocity. Although prior studies have provided 
clues about the possibility of anonymity’s influence on reciprocity (e.g., Alpizar et al. 2007; Kolm 
2008) in the offline context, there is no empirical study to test the relationship in the online context. 
Without knowing the effects of anonymity, there will be a gap in our understanding of what affects 
reciprocity behaviors in online communities.  
With the above practical and theoretical motives, we are interested to study the antecedents of 
reciprocity in online communities from knowledge receivers’ perspective. Based on the equity theory 
and SIDE model, this study develops a model to explain the effects of perceived anonymity, 
community norm, and indebtedness on knowledge receivers’ intention to reciprocate in online 
communities. A survey was conducted in an English language learning forum to test the model. The 
study expects to contribute to the existing literature in following ways. First, it helps improve our 
understanding of online reciprocity behaviors by adopting new theoretical lenses, i.e., equity theory 
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and SIDE model. Second, it models and tests the antecedents of online reciprocity through a large-
scale survey. Third, it generates new insights about online knowledge contribution from the 
perspective of knowledge receivers’ reciprocity behaviors. 
2. THEORETICAL FOUNDATIONS 
Previous theories that have been used to study knowledge contribution motives include social 
exchange theory, social capital theory, and public goods theory. These theories highlight reciprocity 
as a motive for knowledge contribution but do not investigate the antecedents of reciprocity. For this 
reason, equity theory has been adopted as the theoretical foundation to investigate the antecedents of 
reciprocity. Another theoretical foundation for this study is Social Identity explanation of De-
individuation Effects (SIDE) model. SIDE model is used to explain social interaction via computer-
mediated communication, which fits well with the context of our study.   
2.1 Equity Theory 
Equity theory focuses upon an individual’s perception and request of fairness or equity in social 
exchanges (Cohen and Greenberg 1982). An equitable relationship exists when individuals perceive 
that they are receiving relatively equal outcomes from the exchange compared with their inputs 
(Adam 1965; Watkins et al. 2006). A perception of inequity in an exchange results in the feeling of 
indebtedness (Mathews and Green 2009). Such a feeling motivates individuals to commit to a 
reciprocal behavior in order to avoid being perceived as socially insensitive (Mathews and Green 
2009). For example, in Glass and Wood (1996)’s software piracy study, the debt perceived to others 
are identified as the main factor for an individual’s intention to provide an illegal software copy to 
others. Therefore, the more inequitable the relationship, the more indebted the participants will feel 
and the greater they will be motivated to reduce the inequity (Greenberg 1986).  
There are two ways that an individual can restore equity in an inequitable relationship. First, the 
individual can restore "actual equity" by appropriately altering his own outputs or inputs in the 
exchange. Second, the individual can restore psychological equity by appropriately distorting 
perceptions of his or her own outputs and inputs compared with other participants’ (Walster et al. 
1973), or reducing the importance of the inequity (Watkins et al. 2006).  
In the context of online knowledge contribution, the input and output of knowledge exchange in 
online communities can be considered as the knowledge contributed and the benefits received from 
the exchange (Chiu et al. 2006). When the benefits received from the exchange (outputs) exceed the 
perceived value of knowledge contributed (input), knowledge receivers will perceive inequity and feel 
indebted to the community (i.e., indebtedness). They will adjust their own inputs in the exchange to 
restore the inequity inside. Therefore, indebtedness is expected to affect individuals’ reciprocity in 
online communities. Accordingly, we include indebtedness into our model. 
2.2 Social Identity Explanation of De-individuation Effects Model 
SIDE model suggests that anonymity changes the relative salience of personal and social identity, and 
thereby can have a profound effect on group behavior (Spears and Lea 1994). Anonymity in an online 
community obscures individual features and interpersonal differences, and hence enhances the 
salience of social identity. It thereby depersonalizes social perceptions of others and the self (Postmes 
et al. 2001). This decreased visibility of the individual within anonymous groups results in the 
accentuation of the depersonalization process and amplification of cognitive efforts to perceive the 
group as an entity (Postmes et al. 1998).  
In online communities, the de-individuating features (perceived anonymity, physical isolation, and 
selective self-presentation) decrease perceptions of individual differences. This decreased perception 
of individual differences leads individuals to focus more on their self-conception and hence to 
increase their adherence to community norms and form more positive impression about online 
communities (Walther 1996). If paired with high group norm salience, these results become more 
salient. A strong community norm indicates strong expectations from peer members. It includes the 
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expectation of reciprocity, equity, and mutual support between members in the exchange (Wasko and 
Faraj 2005). Behaviors conflicting with equity expectation are considered illegitimate and are not 
encouraged in the community (Yee et al. 2007). In online communities, in order to avoid being 
perceived alien and keep a positive self-concept, community members tend to conform to the norms 
and hence conduct reciprocity behaviors. Therefore, a strong community norm will encourage 
members to conform to the expectation of their peers and hence to reciprocate. Based on the above 
reasoning, we include perceived anonymity and community norm in our model.  
3. RESEARCH MODEL AND HYPOTHESES 
Reciprocity is defined as the propensity among at least two cooperative partners to repay the favor 
that the partner has received before (Kolm 2008). In online settings, reciprocity tends to be 
generalized (Wasko and Faraj 2000). Generalized reciprocity refers to the propensity to reciprocate 
another’s action, not by directly rewarding the benefactor, but by benefiting another actor implicated 
with the benefactors in a social exchange (Westphal and Zajac 1997). Following Kolm (2008) and 
Westphal and Zajac (1997), we define our dependent variable, i.e., intention to reciprocate, as the 
intention of beneficiary to return help to the benefactors or those who are in the benefactors’ group. 
Based on the two theoretical perspectives discussed, we propose the research model for this study (see 
Figure 1). Our dependent variable intention to reciprocate is expected to be influenced by community 
norm, indebtedness, and perceived anonymity. Furthermore, community norm is expected to influence 
indebtedness. Perceived anonymity is proposed to affect indebtedness and moderate the relationship 








Figure 1. Research Model for Reciprocity in Online Communities 
3.1 Community Norm 
Community norm is defined as a behavioral regularity (Yee et al. 2007), based on a socially shared 
belief of how one ought to behave. It refers to a rule for what should be done, accepted, and 
internalized by the group members (Scott 1971). It triggers the enforcement of the prescribed behavior 
by informal social sanctions (Fehr and Gachter 2000).  
Previous literature proposes that through social influence processes (Fulk 1993; Schmitz and Fulk 
1991), community norms can have an important influence on attitude and intention (Ajzen 1991). The 
more individuals are motivated to conform to community norms, the more their attitudes tend to be 
community determined than individual-determined (Lee 1990). Individuals are likely to be aware of 
the expectations of significant others regarding pro-social behaviors like knowledge sharing and 
reciprocity behaviors. Such awareness leads them to comply with these expectations (Bock et al. 2005) 
because conformity to the community norms renders them legitimacy in the community. Thus a 
higher level of community norm can lead to a higher intention to reciprocate for benefit receivers.  
In an online community, when an individual gains useful information from the contribution by others, 















with the expectations of others. Thus, the individual would intend to contribute his/her knowledge to 
the forum.  
H1: Community norm is positively related to the intention to reciprocate in online communities. 
3.2 Indebtedness 
As a psychological construct, indebtedness has been defined as “a state of obligation to repay 
another” in the context of receiving a benefit from another (Greenberg 1980, p. 4). The state of 
indebtedness constitutes a violation of the sense of “ought” and therefore involves attendant feelings 
of guilt analogous to the feelings presumed to accompany distributive injustice or inequity (Cohen 
and Greenberg 1982). It is an emotional state of “arousal and discomfort”, where the individual is 
alert to opportunities to reduce this discomfort (Greenberg and Shapiro 1971).  
In online communities, when members receive help or favors from other members, they compare it 
with their own input into the online community. After comparison, if they find an inequity in the 
exchange, they will feel indebtedness because this is in conflict with their own positive impression 
and self-perception (Constant et al. 1994). Equity theory suggests that a desire to reduce such a 
feeling of indebtedness will motivate individuals to share their knowledge or experience with other 
members in order to avoid being perceived as socially insensitive (Mathews and Green 2009). Hence 
we hypothesize: 
H2: Indebtedness is positively related to intention to reciprocate in online communities. 
A strong community norm implies a strong expectation for members to return the help or knowledge 
from the community and a high pressure to get legitimized. With increasing expectations from the 
community, the feeling of indebtedness will be enhanced (Watkins et al. 2006). Under the condition 
of salient community norm, individuals tend not to distort perceptions of benefits and knowledge 
contributed in the exchange comparing with other participants’ (Walster 1973), such as by reducing 
the importance of inequity (Cooper 2007). Therefore, this strong community norm enhances 
individuals’ indebtedness.  
H3: Community norm is positively related to indebtedness in online communities.  
3.3 Perceived Anonymity 
Anonymity refers to the extent to which community members cannot identify other members or the 
source of a particular contribution to the group (Pinsonneault and Heppel 1998). In online 
communities, the richness of normal face-to-face interaction and self-regulation (Kiesler et al. 1984) 
is absent. Anonymity of others leads to heightened self-awareness, and thus to greater adherence to 
group norms when a social identity is salient (Joinson 2001). The heightened self-awareness leads 
members to more focus on their own feelings and behaviors in the community. This could lead to pro-
social behaviors online to self-fulfill their own perception about what they want to be (Ferraro et al. 
2005). Moreover, anonymity enhances members’ participation in the discussion (Sia et al. 2002). For 
example, anonymity has been found to increase equity and participation rates in e-learning (Chester 
and Gwynne 1998).  
This positive effect of anonymity is explained by Walther (1996). Drawing on the SIDE model 
developed by Lea and Spears (1992), Walther proposed that the de-individuating features of online 
communities (visual anonymity, physical isolation, and selective self-presentation) lead to decreased 
perceptions of individual differences, increased adherence to group norms, and more positive 
impression formation. In order to sustain positive impression formation, people tend to be more pro-
social and helpful to others (Leary and Kowalski 1990). Thus, during the knowledge exchange in 
online communities, members who perceive people as anonymous tend to be active in reciprocating 
the community to maintain their self perception.  
H4: Perceived anonymity is positively related to the intention to reciprocate in online communities. 
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Under conditions of high anonymity, individuals tend to focus more on their own feelings and 
behaviors in the community. The heightened self-awareness caused by high perceived anonymity 
leads individuals to focus on maintaining their social identity and their self-concept (Lea and Spears 
1992). These individuals tend to feel indebted if the received favors or benefits outweigh inputs. The 
higher perceived anonymity, the more self-awareness, and the stronger feelings of indebtedness. Thus, 
we hypothesize:  
H5: Perceived anonymity is significantly positively related to indebtedness in online communities.  
The perception of anonymity may have a moderating effect on the relationship between community 
norm and reciprocity in online communities (Ba and Pavlou 2002; Spear and Lea 1994). According to 
the SIDE model (Spears and Lea 1994; Lea and Spear 1992), with anonymity inherent in most online 
communities, social identity becomes salient. This serves to strengthen the impact of social norms, 
and hence normative influence. When a social identity is salient, through a heightened self-awareness, 
anonymity leads to greater adherence to group norms (Joinson 2001). After receiving favors or 
benefits, members want to reciprocate especially when the community norm is strong. Therefore, we 
hypothesize that: 
H6: The positive relationship between community norm and the intention to reciprocate in online 
communities will be stronger when perceived anonymity is high. 
4. RESEARCH METHODOLOGY 
The research model was tested by the data collected from an English language learning forum 
(bbs.gter.net) through survey methodology. This methodology provides a basis for establishing 
generalizability, allows replicability, and has statistical power (Teo et al. 2003). 
4.1 Operationalization of Constructs 
The survey items were generated based on a review of the relevant information systems (IS), 
knowledge management, and reciprocity literatures. Where previously tested measures were not 
available, we developed items based on the construct definition and description.  
Given that the questions for measuring the constructs were adapted from various sources or developed 
for this study, all of the questions were subjected to a two-stage conceptual validation exercise based 
on procedures prescribed by Moore and Benbasat (1991). All items have an acceptable level of 
agreement among sorters (Cohen’s Kappa>0.9, hit rate>0.95). These items are measured by using 
seven-point scales anchored from “strongly disagree” to “strongly agree” in Likert scale from 1 to 7, 
unless otherwise indicated. Table 1 summarizes the definition of the constructs and Table 2 provides 
the survey items for each construct. 
4.2 Survey Administration 
We collect our survey data from bbs.gter.net, an online student discussion forum for language 
learning, particularly English learning. Individuals post their questions related to English learning or 
literature translation. There were an estimated 5 million registered users and 4 thousand online users 
per day with about 2 thousand posting per day in this online community1.  
We posted the questionnaire in bbs.gter.net for one week with the help of forum administrators to 
highlight the survey invitation. An invitation letter is also delivered through a well known Southeast 
Asian university to the international students who have registered an account in this forum. In 





                                                 
1 http://bbs.gter.net/bbs/ 
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Construct Definition Source 
Intention to 
reciprocate 
The intention of beneficiary to return help to the benefactors or those who are in the benefactors’ 
group 
Kolm (2008) 








The extent to which community members cannot identify other members or the source of a particular 




Table 1. Definition of Constructs 
Construct Items Source 
Intention to 
reciprocate 
RECP1 When receiving help from this community, I will return the help to the community Self-
developed RECP2 When obtaining experience from this community, I will share my own experiences 
later with this community 
RECP3 When receiving suggestions about my situation from this community, I will contribute 
my suggestions to others  
RECP4 When receiving support from this community, I will support others in this community 
Indebtedness 






INDEB2 When I receive help from the community, I feel that I owe something to the 
community 
INDEB3 When I receive help from the community, I feel guilty if I cannot repay the community 
INDEB4 When I receive help from the community, I feel indebted to the community 
Community 
norm  
NORM1 When receiving help from the community, others expect receivers to return the help Bock et al. 
(2005 ) NORM2 There is an atmosphere in this community to return others’ help 
NORM3 Receivers do not live up to others’ expectation if they do not return the help 
Perceived 
anonymity 
ANY1 Others can identify my topics and comments (Reverse) Pinsonneau-lt 
&Heppel 
(1998) 
ANY2 The community is large enough that nobody can trace topics and comments back to 
their authors 
ANY3 Others can recognize my topics and comments (Reverse) 
Table 2. Items for Survey Instrument 
Overall, we received 180 responses from registered users who had received help or knowledge from 
this forum. Due to attrition and missing values, the resulting sample size used in the analyses is169. 
Of 169 respondents, the proportion of males exceeded female respondents (57.9% are males and 
42.1% are females), with the majority of the respondents aged between 20-26 years old (86.3%). On 
average, 91.8% respondents had internet experience of more than 4 years. The respondents had an 
average of 1.94 years of experience using the forum for knowledge sharing. 
5. DATA ANALYSIS 
For this study, structural equation modeling (SEM) analysis was chosen over regression analysis, 
because SEM can simultaneously analyze all of the paths in one analysis (Chin 1998). Within SEM, 
PLS was chosen because the research is exploratory and the model proposed is multi-stage (Ma and 
Agarwal 2007). This study aims to explore the antecedents of reciprocity in online communities. 
Therefore, we used Partial Least Squares (PLS) as the main statistical technique to analyze the data. 
Constructs were modelled using reflective indicators according to Chin (1998). SmartPLS 2.0 (M3 
Release) was used to run our PLS analysis. 
5.1 Measurement Model 
To validate the measurement model, reliability (Nunnally 1978), discriminant validity (Chin 1998) 
and convergent validity (Fornell and Larcker 1981) were assessed for the reflective indicators (Hair et 
al. 1998). All reflective constructs in our model exhibited acceptable levels of reliability, convergent 
validity (see Table 3), and discriminant validity (see Tables 3 and 4). The single method test of 
Harman (1976) was used to test for common method variance. The factor analyses produced neither a 
single factor nor one general factor that accounted for the majority of the variance (>50%). Each 
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factor accounted for more than the viable cut-off of 5% (see Table 4). Therefore, this method 
indicated that common method bias was not a problem. 
 























Table 3. Convergent Validity for Constructs (* p< .05, **p< .01) 
Items 
Component 
1 2 3 4 
RECP1 0.92 0.12 0.06 0.08 
RECP2 0.79 0.14 0.19 0.13 
RECP3 0.84 0.09 0.09 0.14 
RECP4 0.84 0.12 0.10 0.18 
INDEB1 0.40 0.64 0.05 0.28 
INDEB2 0.12 0.87 0.14 0.16 
INDEB3 -0.01 0.84 0.17 0.23 
INDEB4 0.17 0.83 0.05 0.16 
ANY1 0.14 0.08 0.78 0.34 
ANY2 0.12 0.17 0.86 -0.07 
ANY3 0.12 0.09 0.94 0.03 
NORM1 0.05 0.40 0.16 0.68 
NORM2 0.23 0.22 -0.00 0.78 
NORM3 0.19 0.17 0.08 0.83 
Eigen value 5.51 2.15 1.45 1.20 
% of variance 39.37 15.37 10.37 8.62 
Cumulative % 39.37 54.74 65.11 73.74 
Table 4. Item loadings 
Construct Mean SD 
Correlations 
1 2 3 4 
RECP 5.79 1.20 0.87    
INDEB 4.32 1.50 0.40 0.84   
NORM 4.81 1.26 0.38 0.56 0.83  
ANY 3.22 1.35 0.29 0.26 0.29 0.88 
Table 5. Descriptive Statistics, Construct Correlation Matrix 
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5.2 Structural Model Results 
The results of the data analysis are shown in Figure 2. As seen from Figure 2 below, our structural 
model could explain 25% of the total variance in intention to reciprocate and 35% of indebtedness 
which is greater than the acceptable threshold of 10 percent (Falk and Miller 1992). Figure 2 also 








Figure 2: Graphical Display of Results (* p< .05, **p< .01) 
We found adequate support for our research model in this study. All paths were significant at the 0.05 
level with three paths significant at the 0.01 level. As predicted, perceived anonymity, community 
norm, and indebtedness were positively related to members’ intention to reciprocate in online 
communities (H1, H2, and H4 were supported). Perceived anonymity and community norm were 
significantly positively related to indebtedness (H3 and H5 were supported). There was a positive 
interaction effect of perceived anonymity and community norm on the intention to reciprocate (H6 is 
supported). 
6. DISCUSSION AND IMPLICATIONS 
The results show that perceived anonymity is not only positively related to indebtedness and intention 
to reciprocate, but positively moderates the relationship between community norm and intention to 
reciprocate (H4, H5, and H6 supported). Also, community norm is found to positively influence 
intention to reciprocate and indebtedness (H1 and H3 supported). As explained earlier, perceived 
anonymity increases individuals’ self-awareness and hence their intent to maintain a good self concept. 
Under a strong community norm, perceived anonymity increase individuals’ intent to conform to 
community norms and hence reciprocate. A strong norm indicates a strong peer expectation and 
individuals tend to conform to this expectation in order to be legitimate and be liked by others. The 
results also show that indebtedness positively affects the intention to reciprocate (H2 supported). This 
indicates that individuals are driven to maintain balance inside them. 
6.1 Theoretical Implications  
Our research is novel in examining the antecedents of online reciprocity. First, we adopt new 
theoretical lenses to analyze the online knowledge contribution and reciprocity behaviors. These 
theoretical lenses, i.e., equity theory and SIDE model, provide additional insights into reciprocity 
behaviors. This study finds that counter-intuitively, perceived anonymity enhances the intention to 
reciprocate.  
Second, we provide knowledge about the antecedents of online reciprocity behaviors. Consistent with 
previous literature on reciprocity in offline context, we find significant relationship between the 
intrinsic factor, i.e., feeling of indebtedness, and reciprocity intention in online context. This finding 
suggests that in the online communities, receivers are likely to believe that they are receiving help 
from the community as a whole rather than from a specific individual. Thereby they tend to 
0.81* 
H4 




















reciprocate to the community to repay the favors to the community. In addition, they believe that their 
reciprocity will benefit the whole community rather than a specific initial benefactor who offered the 
help. Therefore, this study advances theoretical development in the area of knowledge contribution in 
general and reciprocity in online communities in particular. 
6.2 Practical Implications  
Collectively, the results of this study indicate the circumstances under which mechanisms to promote 
reciprocity intention and behavior in online communities may be more effective. First, online 
communities can raise the community norm of reciprocity among members by rewarding the 
reciprocity behavior and announcing this to the whole community. This can be done by highlighting 
reciprocal postings or adding reputation scores for those who reciprocate. Enhancing communication 
channels between community members can also strengthen the community reciprocity norms.  
Second, community norm of reciprocity appears to be particularly effective under conditions of high 
anonymity. Contrary to common sense, community designers should design artifacts that enhance the 
perceived anonymity of members. Anonymous identity of community members keeps their focus on 
themselves and hence enhances their own behaviors and conforming to community norms. Thus, to 
build a high level of perceived anonymity, communities can allow members to choose whether their 
personal information can be seen by others. This helps receivers to protect privacy and avoid feeling 
too inferior to others.  
6.3 Limitation and Future Work 
Results of this study must be interpreted in the context of its limitations. First, the use of cross-
sectional data and SEM do not allow the possibility of bidirectional (feedback) effects to be explored. 
For instance, the effects of reciprocity on subsequent perceptions of community norm by knowledge 
receivers has been recognized but cannot be examined. Future studies can collect longitudinal data to 
assess such bidirectional (feedback) effects. 
Second, our research model was empirically tested based on the responses of knowledge receivers 
from one online community in Asia, which belongs to the knowledge sharing type of community. 
Caution must be exercised when attempting to generalize the results across different types of online 
communities in varied contexts. Future studies can replicate this study in different type of online 
communities, e.g., transactional or fantasy communities to test the validity of the findings. 
7. CONCLUSION 
We developed a theoretical model based on equity theory and SIDE model to explain what factors 
affect the development of intention to reciprocate, and the influence of anonymity on online 
reciprocity behaviors. It was tested through a survey of members of a community for English 
language learning. Overall, our survey data provides strong empirical support for the proposed 
relationships. An important conclusion is that in online communities perceived anonymity has 
important consequences with regard to members’ feelings of indebtedness and their reciprocity 
intention. When a social identity is salient, anonymity serves to strengthen the impact of social norms, 
and hence normative influence. Therefore, anonymity and community norm not only have a direct 
effect on indebtedness, but also have an interactive effect on the reciprocity behaviors. Studies of this 
value can improve understanding of reciprocity and knowledge contribution in online communities. 
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